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The style of every art is dependent on its material and 


technic. Since the technic is being continually developed 


and improved the style might be capable of analogous changes 


if the invariable character of the material did not fix 
definite limits which it cannot transgress without forfeiting 
its artistic merit. Too despotic and artificial a technic 


by tyrannizing over the materlal destroys its innate beauty 


instead of developing and improving it. Style may therefore 


permit of mechanical but certainly not of aesthetic modifica- 


+tion; it is bound by an immutable law founded on the 


unchangeable nature of its material. All this applies in 


| 


a special degree to the decorative arts in which material is 


of a far greater importance than in. the others. For while it. 


is only a means to these, it is at the same time the actual 


object of the representation to the former. In sculpture 


‘for instance, clay must serve as a medium for creations, 


whoss character and beauty are foreign to its own nature; 
ceramic art on the contrary lends it forns deatiued to prim- 
arily express its particular spirit as clearly and beautifully 
as possible. Thus, more than all others, the decorative 


artist requires a healthy and fine feeling for the aesthetic 
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peculiarities and the laws of composition pertaining to the 
different materials, for otherwise, to even the boldest 
imagination and the most practised hand, just the best part 
will remain inaccessible. — What, however, ingenious under— 
standing of the tlaterial can achieve is perhaps most clearly 
demonstrated by the decorative art of the Japanese, who have 
produced countless works in all its branches, of so perfect 
a harmony of substance and form as have otherwise been only 
created by nature nerself. Nevertheless the Japanese 
masters have often enough allowed their marvellous technical 
skill to lead them into overstepping the natural laws of } 
decoration, so that we can here better than eicuieils else, 
study the right as well as the wrong. relations of material, 
technic and style. 

13 The truly national decorative art of Japan is the art 
of lacquer. It has, to be sure, like the other Japanese arts, 
sprung from foreign seed, but, unlike them it has in are 
essentials,developed without foreign influence. For the 
Japanese had so early attained such mastery of this branch, 
evidently especially adapted to their talent, that their 
neighbours eee teach them nothing of any consequence. 

The following exposition pre-supposes, on the part of 
the reader, the practical acquaintance with some character- 
istic and good pisces of lacquer. Unfortunately this cannot 


always be easily had in Burope. The widely spread products 
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of the modern lacquer industry give hardly a notion of the 
real work and the specimens on view in the museums generally 
only illustrate the average of its last and weakest period. 
Real masterpieces of the best period have in fact been only 
twice publicly displayed in any quantity: at the Inter- 
national Exposition of 1900, wheré the Japanese Government 
hed gathered together in a special pavillion a selection of 
superb old lacquer, state and church possessions, and two 
years later before the sale at auction of the Hayashi 
collection in Paris. As far as we know, not one of the most. 
beautiful pieces has passed into a Buropean Museu; almost 
@ll have vanished into the mysterious treasure-houses of their 
native land. Luckily, however, a few have at least remained 
with us in illustration. The "Histoire de l'art du Japon", | 
published under the auspices of the Japanese Governuient by 
the commission of the Paris Exposition of 1900, contains a 
number of photographs after characteristic examples from the 
most famous masters and epochs. Still better reproductions 
are from time to time brought by the "Kokkwa" (a monthly 
journal of Japanese Art. Tokio 1889.) and finally several 
Pieces by one of the greatest lacquer artists, Ogata Korin, 
have been represented with unprecedented perfection in the 
"Masterpieces selected from the Korin School" (Nippon Shimbi 
Kyokwai and Shimbi Shoin. 5 vols. folio,@ of which have as 


yet only appeared. ) Of course the study of even the best. 
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reproductions cannot quite compensate for the sight of a good 
original. 

The chief medium of the lacquerer is the juice of the 
Rhus vernicifera, a reddish-brown, tough, sticky fluid, con- 
stituting the most important ingredient the "lLacquer-acid." 
(for details sated pai the nature, obtaining and usage of | 
lacquer see Rein's Japane Leipzig 1886. Vol.II, page 400.) 
When this raw lacquer ig spread in a thin layer it assumes 
extraordinary hardness and powers of resistance against 
physical and cheiiical Ludiuenses, which makes it one of the 
best and most generally used preservatives for the most diverse 
ehtortel 3 It owes its artistic importance pre-eminently to 
ines different qualities; firstly, when polished it becomes 
as smooth and ahi ny as a mirror, secondly, by the addition of 
pigments and more especially metal-powder it can be peautiful- 
ly colored and thirdly, by the admixture of powdered burnt : 
Clay and other substances it becomes suitable for plastic 
productions particularly in the form of very fine relief. 
The technic of lacquer work requires exceptional skill, care 
and- patience. The preparation alone of an object to be thus 
artistically decorated is extremely troublesome and lengthy. 
fhe body of an article, usually made of Hinoki, the white 
wood of the Retinispora somes, without knots or resin, must 
be very accurately planed and smoothened, covered with hemp- 


linen or bast-paper and then coated with numerous layers of 
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5. 
4nereasingly fine raw lacquer, each of which must be perfectly — 
dried and polished before it may be covered by the next. 

This gives an ghaskutery even, dull, black ground, the solid. 
foundation on which the artist can commence his work. The 
‘simplest method of decoration and also the basis of all others 
is a uniform, 1.6. patternless, coat of colored or inetallic 
fue shiny lacquer. The colorings for this are not very 
numerous. Independent of metals, the older lacquer-worker 
rarely used anything but a peautiful deep black, vermilion 

and a chestnut brown got by mixing the two, for his back- 
erounds, The poverty of actual pigments was, however, com- 
pensated for by the rich application of various metals, tin 
pronse; silver and particularly gold. The metal is finely 
powdered, over 4 aamp layer of black lacquer by means of a 
siall sleve or brush, then covered with a layer of transparent 
lacquer and finally carefully polished, A gold-dust back- 
ground of this kind 1s called "Nashi-ji" pear-ground, on 
account of its resemblance to the skin of a Japanese pear. 

The plackground pecomes more or less invisible according to the 
quantity of gold powder thus strewn, in the most precious kind 
of Nashi-ji it vanishes entirely under the golden flicker. 

The uniform gold ground, called "Kin-ji" which, when thoroughly 
polished, resembles a sheet of pure gold,is produced in exactly 


the sawie way, only with more finely powdered metal. For the 
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further figure-—decorations gold in various alloys and color-- 
ings plays also the chief part, together with the other | 
metals and pigments used for the preparation of the ground. 

The figure-compositions are either painted flat on 
the lacquer (Hira-Wakiye) or else raised in relief (Taka- 
-Makiye )« In Hira~Makiye — traced design is elther so 
entirely covered over with metal dust that it lies quite 
, flat on, or perfectly evenly just above the background, or 
else after being dusted on it is coated with various layers 
of lacquer shaun with the entire background, which, when dry, 
are ground down until the design shines forth with a clear 
and gentle lustre. ( Togidashi lacquer). In Taka-Makiye 
the figures ‘i ae lk in relief with a mixture of gumlac 
and lamp black or powdered burnt clay, smoothened with char- 
coal and various other materials and eventually covered with 
tinted or metallic lacquer, more often Kin-jl just like the 
flat paintings. The whole procedure is excessively diffi- 
cult and complicated. Very frequently Hira-and Take-Makiye 
are used in combination, in such a siecle for instance, as to 
pring out in relief the objects in the foreground or the 
chief figures in a composition, while the background or 
secondary things, handled in the flat way, recede by com- 
| parison. | mee a 
A form of relief lacquer, differing essentially from 


Taka-Makiye, is that which, based upon Chinese models was 


* 


eal tate.  wiokie auolnBy a! biog auolsaxcont—oryitt eugast i 
| “mestto ens id Ew rertdesor 130 teldo ed3 eta evela emit 
ees on. ‘tc west atacote etd tot peas ssuen le bris ataten 
1 | 1, ‘dalt dbotatec rests te ots enott raoqrioo-e7ug lt ont 3 | < 
i ~sist) %el Hex as beatst este r0 (eytisa—st iii) rounoat ent 

a ba to1'? to at ag ieet bepat! ort ovttas-at th az (ey bind 
: ip sell Ii tans ten Ltr as tw xo¥e betevoo: xiertiae = 
sy 0. iauosatond ens evodas sau, yineve visoetreg tO 10 tai : 
| ea Buoltsy tlw bet soo et ti ao beteub sated : rosa oute ie 


| “exdiakeaser al | -eftoupoa1 testisol) sottanl eltacs co : 
- satay te. oudx im 8 aviv Yelfet at béLlebon ors pent ont : 


- = ‘fovieceo'e al exubeoor e forte eat -agaiiotsa ga 


rea ; 
Sc mamaa fa ati yiinouper? vrev stetanLiguoa baie ioe 


| eta co > bawionger0? oud it asoegdo ent Yo iter at t10 wat 
0 Rauoryioad ont elit 013 IBoquos 3 ne getsg ft Yehio 
ort =09. we epeoet . fart ets at be fbaat cenit viabaoves: 


: 9808 tua 


: ee i a " » 
+ ane a= cet PL ; = ri 


first executed in Kamakura in the XIItM century. Here the 
figures in relief are not modelled in lacquer but carved out 
of the wooden body of the object, then coated with a layer of 
black and above that of red lacquer which in the protruding 
parts is rubbed down again to the black foundation. 

The third important kina of figure ornamentation, 
which appears separately as well as in conjunction with the 
other two, consists in the flat or raised inlay of various 
materials. The most ancient and noble pieces of the 
Fujiwara and Kamakura periods display superbly iridescent, thin 
sheets of mother-o-pearl which are flatly imbedded in the 
black or gold ground. In the 17th century Koyetsu and Korin 
added inlays of lead to these incrustations, the soft grey of 
whieh makes a wonderful harmony with the fire of the pearl and 
the deep radiance of the black or araikia lacquer. Since then 
the preference for inlaid ornamentation and the number of 
substances thus eupreyes have steadily increased. Mo ther-o- 
pearl has maintained the supremacy until the end, but alongside 
of it one finds the most varied materials ivory, bone, horn, 
tortoise-shell, coral, jade wits malachite, gold, silver, bronze 
and not the least often colored glazed pottery, first intro— 
duced by Ritsuwo; in opposition to the older, most of the 
recent inlays are worked in pretty high relief. 


Even from this short description one can gather that 
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8: 
the material and tieendine of paebine do not lend themselves to 
problems of large, free sculpture. The means of expression 
of the lacquerer are not nanid too limited and tedious but 
also too self-assertive. Lacquer possesses such powerful 
sensuous charms that as a means of representation it would 
become dangerous to its subject matter: the picturé would 
not be visible for sheer brilliancy and color. Likewise 
lacquer has very rarely appeared in the shape of sculpture 
with independent paintings and reliefs, but has curing its 
long life-time devoted itself almost exclusively to the orna- 
mentation of buildings and utensils. We Buropeans cannot 
even approximately conceive of its importance to Japanese 
architecture; we must limit ourselves to those examples in 
which it serves to decorate movable objects notably cases and 
other wooden articles. 

While the sculptor can create his work after purely 
aesthetic motives, provided he does not spoil his game by 
inartistic considerations the decorative artist is obliged to 
adapt his work to the object which primarily has no aesthetic, 
put a practical purpose and moreover in such a fashion, as not 
to diminish the appropriateness of the article by the decoration 
or even defeat its utility. This elementary law of decoration 
has frequently been sadly infringed in Western lands. We | 


need not resort to our museums for evidence, in almost every 
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house objects can be seen, which by unsuitable or excessive , 
decoration have been rendered quite useless or at all enacts 
| very inconvenient. aeien Japanese lacquers, on the ies 
trary, we must look a long while to find such a thing. Ina 
general way the most beautiful pieces are also the best, not 
only because the lacquer re that offer the greatest 
resistance are generally the most pleasing to the eye, but 
above all because the artist has chosen and developed his 
decorative scheme in such a way that it never hampers the con- 
venience of the article, but often aids it. It is instructive 
to examine a number of similar objects in lacquer from this 
particular point of view: take for instance the inros (medé- 
; cine cases at one time worn in the belt.) We shall speedily 
convince ourselves that the ornament in most cases is applied 
"in ‘ini that place where it is liable to offer a safe and 
agreeable hold to the hand as it grasps it. But the adapt- 
ation to the practical purpose does not appear forced, nay 
absolutely natural, so that. we are at first not aware even qr: 
the tremendous difficulty that has sometimes been overconie. 
‘The privilege of the practical exigency is taken quite for 
granted in the art of Japanese decoration and just the great- 
“est masters have most willingly and dexterously submitted to 
ite A work of art saddled with a famous name and at the 
same time a grave practical error can therefore be pretty 


safely declared a fraud and one in fact calculated for Europesn 
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connoisseurship. 

The practically required form of the article is not 
only to be, but also to eater the first and foremost consid— 
eration: . the artistic enhancement is not to hide its real 
purpose and meaning, but on the contrary to display and accent— 
uate it. The o1d masters of lacquer have inevitably expressed 
in the clearest and most beautiful way this relationship between 
the object and its decoration, even when they had to ornament 
an object oF the simplest form with the most precious and | 
brilliant materials their sure tact succeeded in making the 
ornament subsidiary te te bearer. 

hese chests and boxes carry their splendour of gold 
and pearl as easily as great men their state robes. I admit, 
however, that not infrequently the later artists and their 
patrons lacked the fine discrimination that revealed itself in 
such restraint and subordination of ornament. Already since 
the time of the eg Sd Shoguns there exist lacquers 
of circumstance in which the utensil disappears almost as 
much beneath the adornuent as the canvas in an oil-painting, 
Ke lens the last two centuries the craving for embellishment 
has still more widely and luxuriantly run riot. The vulgar- 
Aare of the artistic taste, which set in during the rule 
of the Tokugawa, betrays itself not only in the execution but 
even in the selection of the decorative motive. As a rule 


the 014 lacquer-masters wisely desisted from representing 
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things of powerful objective interest; or-at It 86 happened 
exceptionally, they at any rate treated itte a purely | 
decorative manner. The majority of their works snow geo- 
metric, flat patterns, coats of arms and usually-rather rigid- 
ly conventionalized clientes ra tierelitetee agen as plants 
wid plossoms, birds and butterflies. Only in the second 
half of the Ashikaga period, in the 15th century did it become 
the fashion te introduce pictorial subjects into lacquer work 
such as landscapes and the most varied incidents of still 
life and real life. The Tokugawa artists then proceeded 
to execute these pictorial subjects in a more and more pictor- 
lal way. Later we shall see what consequences this competi- 
tion with the plastic arts had for the art of lacquer. In 
one essential, however, the younger artists remained faithful 
to the good old traditions: they never decorated a utensil 
with a motive that might directly oppose its nature. On the 
contrary, not the least fascination of Japanese decorative | 
art lies in the inner connection by which very frequently the 
scheme of decoration is related to the object that is to went 
cae Many old pieces of lacquer are adorned with the 
armorial bearings of the family for whom it was made. On one 
‘famous chest for storing canonical writings of the ninth 
century, celestial figures making music, soar between flowering | 
creepers and clouds. (Reproduced in the"Histoire de l'art du 


Japon" page 101. fig.e39. The original which, according to 
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Japanese statement, was made for Kobo Daishi, the founder of 


the Shingon sect, is kept in the Nimnaji Temple at Kyoto.) 


Qn the red lacquer ground of little sake cups silver cherry © 


blossoms, or perhaps golden maple leaves, are strewn, in 
reference to the merry feasts at the time of spring-—blossoms © 


or variegated autumn foliage. The decoration on a writing 


. box that, to an uninitiated European would seem to have been 


chosen quite arbitrarily, possibly recalls to the memory of 


a Japanese some poem that would charmingly designate the 
purpose of the object. ae for instance a suzuribako of the 
deinte kind ied “at open-air poetical tournaments, exhibited 
in Paris, displayed on the exterior of the lid the poet-—prince | 
Hitomaro, put on the inside a fisherman in his boat off a 
Pine-laden coast -- the subject of rn of his poems. 
Nevertheless it is wrong to seek a deliberate allusion to the 
object decorated in every Japanese nS no doubt very 
many were chosen for their appearance and not their meaning. 
still the meaning of the motives is so far taken into | 
consideration that at any rate really unsuitable combinations 


are avoided. Buropean beer-mugs with Apostle figures, 


vestry cupboards with voluptuous Karyatides and grinning fauns, 


food dishes with frogs, lizards and snakes -- to quote a few 


examples only from the “best" periods of our decorative art -- 


at the most find their counterpart among the doubtful state 


_ pleces which the bastard art of the last decades hes produced 
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for the European market. What has here been said about the 
relation of the ornament to the object, applies equally to” 
all tha decorative arts, but the particular duty of each 
separate one lies in the relationship of the decoration to 
its characteristic material. The nature of every material 


only unfolds itself in perfect and untrammelled beauty in 


forms of a certain kina, $0 essentially its own that the 


artist really need not invent them, but that the material 


under his hands falls into them es though by its own accord. 


PRSKHER: can be best applied to even, flat or curved surfaces 
and just in this level expansion its radiance is most 


splendid and quiet, while the effect becomes petty and rest-— 


less on too uneven a foundation. So the principle of surface 


decoration is quite naturally evolved which reigned for a long 
time in the art of Japanese lacquer and has never been quite 
abandoned. The decorations applied in the form of coloring-— 
Matter or in metal-dust or inlaid in pearl or other advetances 
protrude very slightly or not at all above the surface of the 
ground, the unbroken brilliancy of which thus harmoniously ~- 
blends their various colors and light-effects. The most 
restful and powerful effect is attained if one renounces | 


pictorial richness of fine shading and gradations, for which. 


in any way the technic of lacquer is badly suited and executes 


the figures with as few tones as possible Placing them flatly — 


next to one another. The fact that the old flat lacquers 
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| owe in @ great measure their peculiar and elegant beauty to 


this very limitation, is gathered by a glance at the work of 


the newer artists, who have nowise improved upon the effect 


of the flat style by the multiplication of colored mediums. 


If we recognize the flat style, especially in its early simple 


form as the most natural and adequate, we need not therefore 


deny a right of being to the relief style; this also has 


incontestable beauty which, however, increases in our eyes, 


the nearer it approaches the flat style. Its most worthy 


representatives, the broadly drawn and modelled old Kamakura 


- pieces have just the right bulk for their simple, polished 


plack and red lacquer covering. The relief lacquer of the 


Ashikaga period, the classical 388 of Taka-lakiye, keep 


almost exclusively a8 a broad, spacious style, totally 


different from the iat, seit aideiai which in many Buropean . 


collections figure under their name. (A piece of Taka-liakiye 
of the noblest kind was the writing set from the Imperial 
treasure, exhibited in Paris in the Japanese pavillion and 


reproduced in the book of the Imperial Commission. Histoire 


de 1*Art du Japon. Fige 57+ page 167. Authentic pieces of 


 Ashikaga origin are extreiiely rare in Buropean collections. ) 


In the course of later centuries the original youthful exuber- 


ance of Taka-lMakiye shrivelled into more and more crumpled 


and dry forms. It is significant that the two most gifted 


artists of the Tokugawa period Koyetsu and Korin (Houami 
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Koyetsu died during the first half of the 17th century. Ogata 
Korin 1660-1716.) not only opposed the stream of bodiiten te 
return to the atyle of the past, but even surpassed that. On 
the beautiful Korin writing-box for instance with the golden 
Miwa hills overgrown with grey cedars which could be admired 
in the Imperial pavillion and later at the Hayashi sale, the 
golemn splendour of the wonderful gold lacquer spreads over 
“a relief of such mighty breadth and such gradual modelling 
as in no other early piece of lacquer known to us. (reproduced 
in 1'distoire de l'art du Japon plate LXVI. N°.5, still better 
in the "Collection lMayashi" Paris 1902. page 52. described on 
pages 51 and 52.) While the masterpiece of Korin, even in 
| reproduction, can at first sight be recognized as a lacquer ~ 
because all its forms are so beautifully adapted to lts 
nature, that one can hardly imagine them in any other material, 
a typical Taka-Makiye of later Tokugawa times gives more the 
impression of beaten and chased work with ite sharp outlines 
and crowded relief (onpore LOL instance the reproduction of 
Korin's writing—box with a reproduction of a box or cupboard 
from the famous gold lacquer furniture by Koami Nagashige the 
hanes artist of the third Tokugawa shogun Tyemitsu, made for 
the dowry of tyemitsu's daughter, reproduced partially in the 
Histoire de l'art pl.LXVII; in Kokkwa vols. 8 & 100; a single 
pox on a larger scale in Kokkwa N°.9 and in Bijitsu Taikan 


Tokio. 1896 IV pl.78.) 
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Nevertheless many connoisseurs think they are conferring 
the highest praise on a plece of gold lacquer when they declare — 


it an undistinguishable copy of a piece of metal-work; the . 


‘great masters would surely not have derived great pleasure 


from a similar compliment. (The gold lacquer furniture of 


Koami Nagashige is praised by the Histoire de l'art in the 


following terms: “His modelled landscapes are made entirely 


in gold slabs, as though they were carved in the metal 


itself. The work is admirable in its solidity and magnifi- 


cence. ) For gold lacquer and gold are two such different 


_ things that for a piece of golden lacquer to look like gola 


itis pound to sacrifice the very charm of lacquer. The 


restless. modelling does not give the peculiar intrinsic beauty 


of lacquer a chance. Instead of the deep, guiet glow which 


transfuses the large forms of the older work, we get & glitter 


of sharp hard lights and this restless quality of the relief Ki 


is often, particularly in the last two centuries, aggressively 


heightened by excessive coloring, for which besides manifold 


_ “mixtures of pigments and metal powders yinlays of the most 


“adverse materials are employed. This late, artificial 


and frivolous Taka-Makiye contrasts in every respect with the 


early Hjra-Makiye whose style we estimated the most noble and / 


‘natural. 


We have taken our examples of good style almost 


exclusively from early, of bad from later times. This 
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selection is neither accidental nor arbitrary; it is really 


founded on the actual condition of things. Japanese lacquer 


has positively not improved but degenerated during the course — 
of centuries. A similar gradual deterioration and loss of 
style is by no means proper to Japanese lacquer alone; it : 
1s on the contrary a quite normal occurrence, although its 


nature and causes cannot in all cases be as easily recognized 


as here. 


: 


We can trace the development of the art of lacquer 


| in Japan back for over a thousand years, but its origins are 


quite unknown to. us. The oldest monuments from the days of 


the emperor Shomu who reigned from 724 to 748 sometimes fool- 


It is the oldest being the most natural and simple. Still 


about ancient Chinese lacquer. ) The history of the art we 


are considering from the 8th to the 19th century divides 


the 15th century. 


ishly designated as "primitive" lacquer, already bear witness 
to a highly developed and experienced technic. (it-Latef 


course possible that the art underwent its apprenticeship in 


@hina and entered Japan in a perfected states The gumlac 


tree is indigenous to China. Still we also know nothing 


itself clearly into two epochs the boundary line of which, at 


the height of the Ashikaga period, falls into the middle of 


In the first part Hira-Makiye, the flat style rules. . | 


its technic is already difficult and complicated enough and 
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pene old alee neat are by no means imperfect works of aos’ 
On the contrary, a ceaialing in the Fujiwara period and possibly 
even earlier, various methods were used with a mastery 
unrivalled by the greatest executants of later centuries. 
Above all the inlay of mother-o-pearl developed itself in 
incomparable and superb magnificence. (The Imperial Pavillion 
in Paris harbored two superb pleces of this kind ! the famous 

"Karabitsu" chest with pearl phoenix crests on a black lacquer 
ground, a speciment of the 10th century from the Imperial 
‘ik aces reproduced in Kokkwa, Vol.150. and a circular mirror- 
case with conventionalised pearl creepers on a gold ground of 
the 13th century. ) Nevertheless during this period the 
technic was not powerful enough to tempt the artists to outrage 
the material. On the contrary they allowed themselves to be 
led by the material and were thus securely maintained in the 
Tight direction. The decorative forms of old laéquer do not 
“appear so much created by the artist as evolved from the 
Material: the style has something impersonal, law-abiding ona 
en best examples possess the almost self-understood, 
unfathomable beauty of natural productions. And as the 
eatiees are carried out, so are they selected, with the same 
unfailing perception. The old masters were by no means 
anxious to be anything different from that which they shoulda 
be -— decorative artists. They renounce all objects that | 


‘might be suitable for pictorial representation, but in 
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ornamentation would overburden the object and they generally | 
content themselves with simple decorative motives crests, 
symbolic ahd. flowers, birds and suchlike. (Nevertheless 
more ambi tious scenes do occur, as for instance, a box of the 
illth cent. (Kokkwa vol.161.) siaetie: ca the form of a dragon 
with his two celestial companions, but kept in a flat, | 
strictly decorative style. ) And why should they reach 
beyond the nearest and most natural when everything is still 
so new and untampered with ?-- still by degrees they tire of 
the simple decorations, the desire for "interesting" motives 
arises -- put then new subjects demand new forms. "Hira 
Makiye" says the"Histoire de l'art du Japon", "did not suffice 
to express the ideal which was aimed at in imitation of the 
Painting of the Soghen School; they resorted to the relief 
‘style, which after many attempts almost réached perfection 
during the Higashiyama period." (Histoire de l'art dau Japon — 
page 166. the Soghen School is the painting of the Ghinese 
dynasties Sung and Yuen which from the 14th century onwards 
carried the entire art of Japan in its wake. The decoration | 
of lacquer with Landscape motives and scenes from animal and 
_ human life, GARDE GEL ASI 0 of the Ashikaga period ie trace— 
able to its ea bei 3 

Indeed the means of the old Hira-iiakiye would hardly 
| have sufficed to do justice to the energetic touch of those 


ink-paintings, least of all on the rich gold grounds go 
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- ~popular at the court of the Ashikagas; the gradations of the 


ink can, on the other hand, be easily translated into relief. _ 


_ Taka-Makiye openly assumed the supremacy in the 15th century 


and then also attained its greatest success. In the 


relief lacquer of the Higashiyama period the plastic forms | 


are designed in perfect harmony with the character of the 


material, with great precision, without being dry and hard so 


_ that even the smallest pieces are quite exempt from triviality. — 


ee 


The men who worked for Yoshimasa and his circle were far too 


distinguished to dally with their skill. | (Yoshimasa, the 


“ most hagni fi cent of the Ashikaga shoguns reigned from 1449-1471, 
after his abdication he devoted himself to a life of the most 

oul tured and luxurious 4artletic Pleasure in Higashiyama. The > 
- most celebrated lacquer artists created their masterpieces in 

- his residence. ) Nevertheless their technic is so obviously 
_ stupendous that it compels adiuiratione The work of these 
SManitwve men no longer appears something natural, self-under- 
wrod, 11ke that of their predecessors, but as an extraordinary 
ehierenenvs The technic certainly revains subordinate sad | 
‘the artistic purpose, but this no longer perwits us to ae 
the means. Above all, under the elegant and correct Taka- 
 Makiye splendor of the Ashikaga period we cannot feel as in 


_ the old Hira Makiye that direct and warm beat of the mysterious 


~ 


“Bite to which material can be summoned under the artists touch, 


the deepest magic of all decorative art. 
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It was probably no misfortune for the artistic develop- 
ment of lacquer that its perfect, classic technic was almost 
entirely lost during the storms and shocks in which the 
splendor of the Ashikaga foundered. (Their reign ended after 
long civil wars in 1573.) In any case it is questionable 
whether the original personality of a man like Koyetsu would 
have been able to develop and assert itself in the face of the 
Phisieeken authority of the classic Ashikaga style. Honami 
Koyetsu and his equally great follower Ogata Korin are the 
most personal and talented lacquer artists of the Tokugawa 
period (Lacquers by Koyetsu are extremely rare; it is signifi-— 
cant that of the three Koyetsu boxes reproduced in the Histoire 
de L'art du Japon, plate LI, two are copies; originals by 
Korin are almost as scarce. Three excellent pieces are 
reproduced in an exemplary manner in Tajima, Masterpieces 
selected from the Korin school. Tokio 1904. vol.II) 
“Gontrary to their contemporaries both adooted a highly char-. 
acteristic, broad, flat style in whose big and gentle forms 
a materials acquired exceptionally life-like beauty. AS a 
matter of fact thelr genius led them back to the principles of 
the Fujiwara and Kamakura masters. Koyetsu and Korin by no 
“means imitated the Kamakura style; they only adopted some 
; elements of its grammar of ornament and for the rest worked in 
“the spirit of the old masters. All the same the impression 
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ereated by their work is essentially different. | They | 
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evoke a more powerful interest as productions of highly self- 
conscious individual personalities, but they impart less 
serene and deep a satisfaction than those which by their sim- iy 
plicity and “Law-abidingness" act as natural phenomena. Even 
the mightiest late-born master is unable to endow his creations | 


‘sith that spontaneity which all the early pieces possess as a 
( 


hatural privilege. -Koyetsu and Korin stand alone among - 


their contemporaries and followers; their designs, as well 


as their work have certainly been sufficiently copied and 
particularly diligently since the fawe of the two great nawes 
has penetrated to the European market. (Nothing has been as 
frequently and as badly forged as Korin lacquers, sine nei aiiacl 
hundreds and thousands of Korins can be admired in peitsieas 4: 
But the predominant taste of the Tokugawa period turned rather 


to the complicated and subtle than the simple and great. The | 


 over-rich and ultra-refined development of the lacquer technic 


which, at the expense of the power and freedom of the art, was 


accomplished in the 17th and 18th centuries has been declared 
an immediate result of Tokugawa politics, which on principle 
diverted attention and energy from the essential to the 
superficial. If the descendants of Tyeyasu really have 
exercised a similar influence on the art of lacquer, they 
Will but have hastened a development which they could not have 


prevented. Every art attains a stage in its existence at 


which the centre of gravity is removed from the inside to 
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the outside, from the spirit to the form, from the sith wile oe 
_ purpose to the techni cal means. In the lacquers of the 

: Ashikage period they had been absolutely balanced. But 

the technic had only to become a shade more complicated and 


fastidious in order to bring the interest over to its side and 


this happened very quickly during the luxurious indolent 
times of peace inaugurated by the Tokugawa Shogunse Already 
in the 17th century the technic, more especially of Taka 
Mekiye was so far enriched and developed that it almost com— 
pletely monopolised the efforts of the artists and the atten- 
tion of the connoisseurs. ‘The cause for this development 
ites, on the one hand, in the taste of the fine gentlemen who 
gought by such subtleties to elude ie vanity of their lives, 
on the other varias however, in the constantly growing need of 


the artist to assert his own personality despite the great 


. ee ee al Z r i 


mass of the already accomplished. The striving for origin- 
ality always arises in the second half of the life of an art. 
In the first half there is no need to strive, for it exists. 


Only when@ the obvious, the simple, the natural is played out 


oh 


gi fi ele I ll gin el A et 


does the search for the distant, the unusual and unnatural 
4 commence. Then the artist avoids the obvious and natural, | 
E he seeks and creates artificial difficulties, by the over- 
s dedi of which to impress his dexterous fellow-—workers and 
a the satiated public. He selects awkward motives which can 


e: only be used decoratively by means of some intricate artifice, 
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he forces the material into forms inconsistent with its 


B4- 


nature. Many masters of the last two centuries have sought 


and found fame in producing lacquers that look like bronze, 


- dron, old Chinese ink, pottery, weather-beaten wood, anything — 


put lacquer. The greatest conjuror of this kind is Ritsuwo, 


who, strange to say, has been associated as a third in a 


i group with Koyetsu and Korine (Ogawa Ritsuwo or Haritsu 1666— 


1747 renowned as a lacquer virtuoso, painter and poet.) It 


would be more correct to distinguish him from the two great 


artists as the great technician. Still we must not lay at 


his door all the cheap futilities which in Europe bear his 


illustrious name; but even the authentic pisces in the 


Japanese pavillion of 1900 to a great extent impressed us 
s 


more as art objects than as works of arte The cupboard for 
instance, whose smooth black ground was decorated with decept— 
ive imitations of old Chinese coins, pieces of ink and bronze 


mirrors. (Reproduced in the Histoire de l'Art du Japon 


| p.@49. fige77. The enormous expenditure of technical ski11 


and pains is painfully disproportionate with the artistic 


effect. When guch things come into fashion and remain it 
is a sure sign that the art is in its decline, for their 


production necessitates just as much artistic incapacity as 


technical excellency. The decorative art that no longer 


wishes to show its materials but rather to hide it annihilates 


itself. There was certainly no lack of men contemporaneous 
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with Ritsuwo and after him who worked more or less in the 
spirit, at any rate in the style of the old masters; but 
generally speaking, artifice had superseded the art. The 
spirit had been choked under the form. An unheal thy degener- 
ation of Japanese art under the rule of the Tokugawa has been 
alluded to (but not in Burope where Tokugawa art still contimes | 
to be admired as the flower and crowning-point of the entire 
artistic development of Japan.) As a tlatter of fact this 
late artificiality is just as normal as was the early art in 
Lite time. The Japanese art of lacquer has in its essentials 
developed absolutely logically from beginning to end: i.e; 
according to the inherent laws of existence of every arte It 
may hare suffered occasional stoppages and disturbances, but 
_ never a real interruption or an incurable blight, and just | 
this essentially healthy, normal course of events makes its 
| history so valuable for the recognition of the principles of 
artistic re The transition from the simple and ‘eae 
to the complicated and artificial, from Ran pOay ee oe oer me 
, to subjective arbitrariness, from nalve art to self-conscious 
; artifice are unavoidable ona must consummate themselves where- 
ever an art develops freely. The superiority of the older 
j masterpieces does not depend on the intellectual precedence, 
but on the temporal antecedence of the older artists. In 


their day the field of suggestions had not yet been harvested, 
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or the links of dependence of the technic on the material 
slackened. Even if hay wished to esnmises the decorative 
laws of the material they could not, for they were not yet in 
command of the requisite means. But nothing remains: people 
and things move onward. The most beautiful grows old, we 
octave new things, new forms. The later masters are not 
necessarily less gifted than their predecessors, on the con- 

_ trary perhaps at no time could the art of lacquer boast 7 

7 greater talents than during the 17th and 18th centuries —— 
only they live and create under totally aifferent conditions. 
The store of the best and most natural suggestions is exhausted, 
technical means have been multiplied and at the same time the 
necessity has arisen of asserting and maintaining the individ- 
uality of the living against the masters and masterpieces of 

| the paste The natural consequence is an increasingxy 

rion mechanical development and arbitrary application of the 
technic. The spirit is sacrificed to the form, the Law to | 
| the mood, the cause of art to the personality of the artiste 

: On the very greatness and beauty of the old art depends the 
fate of the younger. When the best has been given and 
eer cient. tae new is bound to be the worse. Art sinks 
and finally falls under the burden of its own works. The 
art of Japanese lacquer has not been killed by Buropean 

: influence. It nas died because its span of life was accom— G 


- plished. “It has absolutely outlived itself. It has coii- 
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pletely exhausted and artistically rendered the aesthetic 
nature of its mediums and would surely at no future time have 
produced anything more beautiful than it had created in the 


past. 
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